Effect of electrocautery on fresh human articular cartilage.
The use of high energy devices has been suggested for intra-articular surgery. Experimental studies have been performed using the laser and electrocautery. However, clinical application has primarily been with the use of the electrocautery. Electrosurgery is currently being used for lateral retinacular release as well as meniscal surgery. Inadvertent damage to articular cartilage may occur, especially during meniscal resection. The objective of the current study is to assess the effect of the Concept electrocautery with the meniscal cutting electrode on fresh human articular cartilage. Twenty fresh tibial plateaus removed at the time of total knee arthroplasty were subjected to electrocautery currents ranging from 25 to 82.5 W. The articular cartilage was stained with hematoxylin and eosin. The extent of cartilage necrosis was quantitated as a percentage of the thickness of the articular cartilage. A dose response curve was developed. The extent of articular cartilage necrosis with the electrocautery setting of 20 (24.4 W) commonly used for meniscal resection resulted in only an 11.4%-injury to the articular cartilage. At the manufacturer's recommended setting of 24 (27 W), a 16% depth of laceration of the articular cartilage may be anticipated. We conclude that the lowest current setting possible should be utilized for meniscal surgery and the risk of articular cartilage damage from inadvertent injury is not excessive.